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BESR in the Hotel Sector:
A Look at Tourists’ Propensity
Towards Environmentally
and Socially Friendly Hotel Attributes
in Pulau Pinang, Malaysia
Azilah Kasim
ABSTRACT. This paper looks at tourist support for business environ-
mental and social responsibility (BESR) in the context of tourism. Tradi-
tionally perceived as a smokeless industry, tourism has been slow to
address its negative impacts until the late 1980s, when ecotourism be-
came a buzzword. However, the flaws of ecotourism entail a shift of fo-
cus towards the role of key tourism players including hotels in
sustainable tourism. Documented evidence on the incorporation of envi-
ronmental and social measures in big hotel corporations, indicate an
awareness of this role in the sector. Nevertheless, the dissemination of
such awareness is in question due to the potentially big investment and
organizational change involved. The difficulty may be even more so if
not appreciated and supported by the market. Unfortunately, there is lit-
tle evidence to show if tourists are prioritizing “responsible” hotels. In
other words, do tourists have the propensity to choose hotel attributes
based on environmental and social criteria? This paper provides an out-
look on the demand of tourists for responsible hotels in Pulau Pinang,
Malaysia. Specifically, it looks at main criteria used when choosing a
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hotel, tourists’ preference as well as their attitude, interest and opinion
relating to green and socially responsible hotel. The research found that
most tourists still choose a hotel based on price, service quality and a ho-
tel’s physical attractiveness rather than environmental and social attri-
butes. Most tourists also prefer non-environmentally friendly options in
hotel rooms such as individual soap cakes, fresh towels and air condi-
tioning compared to the alternatives given. The propensity towards re-
sponsible attributes (local culture, local cuisine, happy, friendly and
knowledgeable staff) seems to depend on how relevant the attributes are
to the quality of their holiday experience. Those that have indirect ef-
fects (conservation effort, employment of local, certification, environ-
mental image) are not perceived as important. In addition, the findings
do not support the general (local) idea that foreign tourists are more “car-
ing” about environmental and social issues compared to the regional/do-
mestic tourists. Overall, the results imply that suggestion about the
rising number of environmentally conscious tourists cannot be substan-
tiated. Therefore, there is a need to re-examine the contention that tour-
ists are a major driver of sustainable tourism. [Article copies available for a
fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail ad-
dress: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.
com> © 2004 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]
KEYWORDS. Hotel business, environmental issues, social issues,
business environmental and social responsibility, tourist demand
INTRODUCTION
In the context of a capitalist economy such as Malaysia, business is
an institution whose traditional and integral purpose is to make profit. In
the pursuit of profit, business often utilizes large amounts of resources
and emits wastes that degrade the environment and negatively affect the
quality of life of the people. Consequently, many of the world’s envi-
ronmental and social ills may be linked to how businesses, particularly
transnational corporations (TNCs), operate. This has brought about the
argument that business needs to take responsibility towards the environ-
ment and society by investing in responsible measures throughout its
operation.
Traditionally, this argument focuses on obviously polluting types of
business such as chemical, pulp and paper, as well as mining. In con-









































trast, tourism’s image as a predominantly “smokeless” industry makes
its negative impacts seem less defined. However, the industry is now
facing increasing scrutiny in relation to the negative environmental and
social impacts of its key players, including hotels (see Grove et al.,
1996; Kirk, 1995, 1998; Cheney & Barnet, 2001). This is due to the in-
dustry’s great dependence on environmental and cultural resources to
offer resource-based activities that constantly interact with the natural
systems. In other words, tourism has the capacity to initiate significant
changes in the physical environment (Wahab & Pigram, 1997; Hassan,
2000). For example, tourists’ desire for secluded and scenic accommo-
dation may result in increased clearance of natural areas for the purpose
of resorts and hotels development (Wahab & Pigram, 1997). In addi-
tion, the transportation of tourists from one destination to another re-
quires the use of some form of transport, thereby the use of fossil fuel,
which releases significant amounts of greenhouse gases and other air
pollutants (Holden, 2000). As reported by the German NGO Forum on
Environment and Development in the Seventh Meeting of the Commis-
sion on Sustainable Development (CSD):
Tourists consume about 90 percent of the primary energy required
during a holiday for transportation during their arrival and related
journey. The emissions generated by these are one of the main en-
vironmental problems of tourism. Particularly, pollution caused
by air transport–which is largely for tourism–is continuously ris-
ing with an annual growth rate of about 5 percent. Air traffic is ex-
pected to double over the next 15 years. Worldwide civilian air
transport already consumed 176 million tons of kerosene in 1990,
releasing 550 million tons of carbon dioxide and more than 3 mil-
lion tons of nitrogen oxides. While it has been possible to halve en-
ergy consumption per aircraft over the past 20 years, the rapid
growth in global air traffic has meant that absolute energy con-
sumption has nonetheless risen by 50 percent. (1999, p. 5)
Besides interactions with the natural systems, tourism activities also
entail direct or indirect contacts between tourists and the local people.
Homestay tourism, agro-tourism and eco-tourism, for example, gener-
ally involve direct interaction between the visitors and the locals (vil-
lagers, farmers, local guides). In contrast, conventional mass tourism
requires less involvement of the local people, thereby minimizing direct
interactions. In both cases, however, contacts between tourists and the










































culture with possible negative consequences to local values, particu-
larly among youth (United Nations Economic and Social Council,
1999; Wahab & Pigram, 1997; Hong, 1985). In Malaysia, for example,
the first strains of the drug culture were found among the hippie tourists
who came in big groups to Pulau Pinang. The tourists were also ob-
served to be swimming nude and having marijuana parties that involved
local youths as well (Hong, 1985).
The inevitable link between tourism and the physical and social envi-
ronments implies that tourism’s survival depends highly on its ability to
minimize its negative impacts on these environments and societies. In
other words, the quality of tourists’ interaction will be diminished con-
siderably if the natural setting of a tourism activity is polluted, degraded
or lost its aesthetic qualities as a result of a poorly planned tourism de-
velopment. Similarly, a destination may lose its tourism appeal if there
are social problems such as the commercialization of local cultures
(which lead to the lowering of that culture’s authenticity), increase in
crime (from drugs/alcohol abuse and prostitution) and societal antago-
nism. Therefore, the mitigation of these possible negative impacts ap-
pears essential in order to sustain the quality of tourism services.
Concerns for tourism’s negative impacts indicate a challenge for
tourism’s key players to pursue growth while responding positively to
the principles and practices of sustainable development. Thus, tourism
needs a new direction in order to address the flaws of its conventional
(mass) form. “Tourism must offer products that are operated in har-
mony with the local environment, community attitudes and cultures, so
that these become the permanent beneficiaries and not the victims of
tourism development” (Wahab & Pigram, 1997, p. 279).
Initially, ecotourism has been proposed as the new direction for tour-
ism development. This concept emerged in the 1980s as a possible route
towards sustainability. It was thought of as the best medium to attain
conservation of natural areas in order to maintain resource sustainability,
avoid environmental damage, maintain resources quality and bring in
new economies to local people. Alternative tourism was also associated
with benefits to the local communities, educational value for tourists
and foreign exchange earner for the struggling developing countries
(Cater, 1992; Boo, 1994; The World Bank Group, 1996). The excite-
ment has had a profound effect on the development of tourism in these
countries, with many of them opening their doors for tourism develop-
ment under the pretext of “eco-tourism,” “responsible-tourism,” “green
tourism,” “acceptable tourism” and many others (Faulkner et al., 2000).









































Much praise was given to these new forms of tourism and much
criticism has centered upon mass tourism, especially between the late
1980s and early 1990s. However, a report by the World Bank Group
(1996) reveals that alternative tourism has generally failed to live up to
expectations regardless of variables such as the size and management
type of protected areas, local cultures, types of tourism enterprises and
levels of government involvement. In other words, alternative tourism
also carries negative environmental and social impacts traditionally
associated only with mass tourism. The problems of ecotourism have
been illustrated clearly in the work of authors such as McLaren
(1998), Theobald (1998) as well as Mowforth and Munt (1998). For
example, Mowforth and Munt (1998) argue that it is necessary to scru-
tinize the actions of environmental organizations or the backpackers
whose actions are largely seen as benign or benevolent. This chal-
lenges the tacit assumption that the emergence of new forms of tour-
ism is both designed for, or will result in, conquering the problems of
mass tourism. In addition, these new forms of tourism have drawn de-
veloping countries into a highly unequal relationship with developed
countries instead of overcoming inequality, as was promised. Box 1
summarizes the essence of Mowforth and Munt’s (1998) criticisms.
Considering the above discontentment, the need to look beyond
ecotourism is evident. There is a need to shift our focus from ecotourism
alone and evaluate how each entity in this highly fragmented industry
could contribute towards sustainable tourism. As pointed out by Mc-
Laren (1998, p. 4): “we cannot simply buy into the ecojargon. What we
need is an overview of tourism that acknowledges ‘green travel’ or
ecotravel as merely a point of the larger impact of the industry and that
there is an urgent need to look at the broad issues related to tourism im-
pact on earth.” In addition, it is important to recognize that the impact of
tourism is not limited to direct interactions between tourists and the nat-
ural environment alone. Tourism’s numerous activities such as trans-
port (travel and tours), accommodation (food and lodging) and enter-
tainment (leisure and pleasure pursuits) can accumulatively cause more
environmental damage. Each activity can also cause a certain degree of
intrusion on the lifestyle of the host communities. Therefore, these com-
munities need to be compensated in the form of social and economic
benefits of tourism development. Most importantly, each tourism activ-
ity utilizes generally unskilled or low-skill employees (to work as sales
assistants, housekeepers, waitresses, tour guides, gardeners and others).
Hence, a host of social issues such as employee welfare, wages, health










































in the quest for sustainable tourism. The United Nations Economic and
Social Council Report (1999, p. 8) highlights that: “The major chal-
lenge facing the tourism industry is to contribute to social development
objectives through greater compliance with core labor standards, atten-
tion to worker welfare and human resource development and more cor-
porate social initiatives.”
Within this framework, this research postulates that sustainability is
not simply about alternative tourism, but about sustainable effort from
the industry and all its fragments–hospitality, travel agency, air trans-
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BOX 1. A Summary of Mowforth and Munt’s Arguments Against Alternative
Tourism
Intervention and commodification
These ideas attempt to capture the rapid expansion of capitalists relations of production in
the developing countries and the way in which the spread of tourism has led to destinations,
local cultures and environments (such as national parks, wildlife, flora and fauna, and so on)
being transformed into commodities to be consumed by tourists. Examples of commodifica-
tion are the way in which an Amboselli lion is calculated to be worth $27,000 a year in tour-
ism revenue, or the way in which cultural traditions and ceremonies are packaged and sold
to tourists, and the timing of rituals is altered to fit tourist schedules.
Subservience (Domination and Control)
As developed world tourism expands and commodifies developing countries there is a ten-
dency for communities and individuals in these countries to assume an unequal or subordi-
nate relationship to both developed world’s interests of “local elites.” It is a reflection of
unequal and uneven relationships of power and development.
Fetishism
The fetishism of commodities (or commonly fetishism and the association concept of reifi-
cation) is a concept that embodies the way in which commodities hide the social relations of
those that have contributed to the production of that commodity (be it a good or a bad expe-
rience) from the consumer (such as tourist). In a nutshell, tourists are generally unaware of
the conditions of life experienced by the waiters, cooks, tour guides and so on, the people
who service their holidays and the other people who form part of their tourist gaze.
Aestheticisation
This represents the process whereby objects, feelings and experiences are transformed
into aesthetic objects and experiences (of beauty and desire). Aestheticisation is a notable
characteristic of the way in which the new middle classes construct their lifestyles and is
well represented in the ascendancy of new forms of tourism as important cultural goods. But
aestheticisation must be interpreted broadly. Not only is there a desire to experience “real”
poverty and really dicey situations that new tourism sometime presents.









































port and tour operator and the other actors noted above. This highlights
the increasingly important role of tourism business in environmental
and social responsibility issues. The new shift in thinking mirrors the
wider corporate debate that has until recently been focused on the man-
ufacturing sector. The term business environmental and social responsi-
bility (BESR) is used in this research as opposed to the commonly used
“Business Social Responsibility” or “Corporate Social Responsibility”
because:
a. The term “Business Social Responsibility” may denote broad mean-
ings beyond the scope of this research such as human rights, poverty,
AIDS, prostitution and child labor, which may not be under the hotel
sector’s direct jurisdiction. On the other hand, the research is interested
in a narrower set of social variables assumed to be most relevant to a
hotel’s institution, i.e., employees’ welfare and local community in-
volvement (such as through the display or sale of local arts and crafts in
hotels).
b. Since tourism is a highly fragmented industry made up of many small
and medium sized businesses, the term Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity may be unsuitable, as it limits responsibility to larger businesses
only. In tourism, this limitation may be erroneous because tourism’s
environmental and social impacts are essentially the accumulation of
impacts from all of the industry’s players (Kirk, 1995). For example,
the hotel sector in Pulau Pinang is composed of 125 small and medium
hotels (rated 3 star and below) as compared to 20 large hotels (rated 4
star and above; the rating is given by the Ministry of Culture, Arts and
Tourism Malaysia and is based on the number of rooms and types of
facilities offered). In this light, it seems apparent that small and me-
dium hotels have social and environmental responsibilities as well.
As a key business in the tourism industry, the hotel sector has an im-
portant role in environmental and social responsibility issues. Although a
hotel produces no gross environmental pollution and consumes compara-
tively few non-renewable resources (Kirk, 1995), the environmental and
social impacts of hotels are evident when considered collectively. In
other words, since the sector is comprised of individual hotels of various
sizes, most of which are SMEs (Middleton & Hawkins, 1998), it is the
collective impacts of these individual hotels that would have a significant
bearing on the local socio-environment. These impacts have generally
been identified in the literature (for example in IHEI’s Environmental










































2000; WTTC, 2002; Green Hotelier, 1999) to include (1) energy con-
sumption; (2) water consumption; (3) waste production; (4) waste water
management; (5) chemical use and atmospheric contamination; (6) pur-
chasing/procurement; (7) local community initiatives; and (8) employ-
ees’ welfare.
The increasing scrutiny on hotels’ environmental and social impacts
has been met with a mounting communication effort by big hotels about
their environmental and social initiatives. This is evident from the in-
creasing number of reports (on websites, in corporate reports and in the
general literature) on the matter.1 Among the elite chains include corpo-
rate hotel groups such as the Holiday Inn Hotel Group, Hilton Interna-
tional and Intercontinental Hotels, which adopt environmental standards
manuals as the integral part of their effort to be environmentally compati-
ble. The Intercontinental Hotels Group uses the environmental audit as
a way to regularly monitor the environmental performance of its branch
hotels. In addition, managers are expected to achieve environmental tar-
gets being set; their performance appraisal is closely linked to their en-
vironmental performance (Vellas & Becherel, 1999). Other large hotel
corporations such as Canadian Pacific, Inter-Continental, Ramada, etc.,
have implemented a range of effective environmental measures (Checkley,
1992; International Hotel Environmental Initiatives, 1992; Hawkes & Wil-
liams, 1993). Inter-Continental for example, hotel has received awards
for its attempts to make its properties “green” via reducing plastic
throwaways and waste. Meanwhile, Canadian Pacific Hotels and Re-
sorts developed a 12-step “Green Partnership Guide” to reduce landfill
waste by 50 percent. It also fitted all its hotels with “Environmental
Choice” equipment to save energy, and mandated the purchase of envi-
ronmentally friendly products for cleaning and running the hotels
(Theobald, 1998).
Although it is noted that the BESR agenda in hotel business is being
driven by only a fraction of (an elite) group of hotel chains based in devel-
oped countries, there is a need to ask-what has driven these hotels to take
responsible measures? Beside the fact that these hotels are “visible” (as
big corporations) and therefore need to carefully manage their reputa-
tions, there are other potential benefits that may have also driven big hotel
corporations to take proactive responsible environmental measures (see
Box 2). On the other hand, the literature would show that greater market
share is what the hotel business is most concerned about. Greenhotels, for
example, cited the growing niche of discerning and environmentally con-
scious business travellers in the United States as the major reason why
more hotels should show environmentally friendly attributes. In addition,









































raising the industry awareness about meeting planners and travel buyers’
environmental concerns and encouraging hotels to take advantage of this
growing market have been the main objectives for the setting up of
CERES’s Green Hotel Initiative (CERES, 2000). In the Asia Pacific, the
Green Leaf programme, developed by Pacific Asia Travel Association
(PATA), and was later integrated into the Green Globe programme in
March 2000, was another related development that attempts to capture
the “new market” (Cheney & Barnett, 2001).2
As responsible initiatives may consume considerable resources that
would otherwise be used for core functions, a tourism business’s propensity
to invest in responsible measures ultimately depends on the support and ap-
preciation of the market. Therefore, it seems important to know if the “new
market” exists. Several authors posit that knowledgeable and demanding
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BOX 2. Six Benefits of Being Environmentally and Socially Friendly in a Hotel
Operation
Cost–Any business that maximizes efficiency and reduces waste will be more cost effec-
tive. Many examples have demonstrated that the steps taken to make more efficient use of
energy and water and other resources usually have a rapid pay back and make a net gain
for the hotel.
Market–As consumers become increasingly aware of environmental issues and as more
companies begin to develop environmental policies–environmental performance is increas-
ingly a factor in the selection of hotels that they stay in.
Staff–Hotels are very labor-intensive industry with an important part of their product being
the people providing the service. Staff can be very motivated by environmental issues and
they associate responsible companies with dynamic, forward-looking management.
Brand or Image–Association of a hotel's name and logo with events, publications and
press stories that are clearly focused on benefiting the environment can only enhance cor-
porate reputation and help with bridge-building in the communities in which hotels operate.
Risk–Increasingly, merchant banks consider environmental performance before granting
loans. There are also many examples where tourism's very capital, the natural and/or cul-
tural environment, has deteriorated to a point at which it ceases to attract visitors. Often the
damage is irreversible. This is a risk we cannot afford to take!
Law–The tourism industry is probably more aware than any of the inevitable increase in en-
vironmental regulation at a national and international level. Through mobilizing one sector
of business and taking a lead on self-regulation, the hotel industry can prepare in advance
and avoid expensive remedial measures. It can also lead the field on responsible environ-
mental practice.









































customers are rising in numbers. These conscious consumers are appar-
ently prepared to adopt the modes of behavior more appropriate to the
environment of the receiving destinations (Wahab & Pigram, 1997; Ca-
ter, 1993). On the other hand, empirical evidence on consumer demand
for responsible tourism is limited. The findings of Eagles (1992) indicate
that the increased number of tourists preferring nature tourism is not spe-
cifically related to the emergence of green consumerism. Middleton and
Hawkins’ (1993) research also found little evidence of a major shift in
consumer attitudes backed by willingness to pay for environmental qual-
ity. Similarly, McNaghten and Urry’s (1998) research reveals signifi-
cant ambivalence among consumers to different environmental issues,
and that stated environmental concerns are rarely translated into consis-
tently green consumer behavior. These findings imply that the existence
of a widespread propensity among tourists to adopt a new, sustainable
form of lifestyle during travel is highly unlikely.
More related to the hotel sector, Gustin and Weaver (1994) looked at
demand for green hotels in Washington and found contrasting evidence
about tourist tendency in relation to green hotels. In their survey, they
found that 73 percent of respondents considered themselves to be envi-
ronmentally minded consumers, while 71 percent indicated willingness
to stay in a hotel that implemented environmental strategies. However,
despite the willingness to stay in a “green” hotel, they are not willing to
pay a premium price for it. Approximately half of its respondents (49
percent) expected the price of a hotel room in environmentally sensitive
hotel not to change. Only about 27 percent of the respondents expected
the price to “increase,” while the rest of them expected the price to “de-
crease.” On the other hand, the Travel Industry Association of America
(1997) claims that an overwhelming 83 percent of US travellers are in-
clined to support “green” travel firms and are willing to spend more for
travel services and products offered by environmentally responsible
travel suppliers.
Besides the United States’ data on tourists’ tendencies in relation to
green hotels, not much information is available on the matter particu-
larly in the context of a tourism destination in a developing country.
This research3 fills in this gap of information by looking at tourist pro-
pensity for environmental and socially responsible hotels in Pulau
Pinang, Malaysia–an established tourism destination that offers culture,
sun, sea and sand. Specifically, it looks at the main criteria that tourists
use when choosing a hotel, tourists preference as well as their attitudes,
interest and opinion relating to green and socially responsible hotel.
Since Pulau Pinang receives more foreign tourists compared to domes-









































tic ones, the research also tries to see if there is a significant difference
between the two types of tourists. Foreign tourists are assumed to be
more environmentally enlightened,4 and are therefore expected to show
more propensities towards environmentally and socially friendly hotel
attributes compared to the domestic ones. For the purpose of the study,
a socially responsible consumer was defined as a person (tourist) who
has the desire to minimize or eliminate any harmful effects and maxi-
mize the long run positive effect to the society and the environment in
selecting, acquiring, consuming and disposing of products and ser-
vices in hotels. In other words, a responsible tourist would include
BESR as the decisive criterion for choice and consumption of goods
and services. Therefore, he or she would choose to stay in hotel firms
that demonstrate environmental (for example, through environmental
certification, environmentally-friendly facilities and promotion of
conservation areas) and social (for example, through employees’ wel-
fare and promotion of local products) responsibility and would be
willing to pay more for these attributes. This definition is in line with
Sankar and Bhattacharya’s (2001) definition of socially conscious con-
sumers as those who consider the public consequences of their private
consumptions or who attempt to use their purchasing powers to bring
about social change.
METHODOLOGY
The decision to undertake a survey was also driven by the fact that
there are no opinion leaders that could truly represent Pulau Pinang’s
tourist population. Hence, a survey was chosen because it allowed an
understanding of the preferences of the majority of tourists as op-
posed to those of a few selected individuals. A quantitative survey is
appropriate where the sample population is high and there is a rea-
sonable commonality in the underlying subject matter (Sharpe &
Basford, 2002), which was the exact situation in relation to under-
standing tourists’ demand. In addition, it economises research time
and allows understanding of the intended population on the ground
of only a limited sample of that population with considerable preci-
sion (deVaus, 1991).
For the survey, a random stratified sampling was carried out on both
domestic and international tourists at the Bayan Lepas International
Airport. Stratification was based on the “Pulau Pinang Hotel Survey










































Pulau Pinang was approximately 1.5:1. A concise instrument deemed
sufficient to provide a preliminary outlook aimed by the research was de-
signed to fulfill research objectives encompassing both the environmen-
tal and social issues relevant to hotel industry. It also considered tourists’
relatively limited time available to answer the questions. However, the
contents of the instrument were designed so as not to compromise the
quality and relevance of data gained. Specifically, the survey sought
information such as socio-demographic background, personal prefer-
ences when travelling and the importance of selected responsible cri-
teria of a hotel. The respondents were also asked to indicate their
willingness to change hotel or pay a higher price in favor of an envi-
ronmentally and socially responsible hotel.
In general, the development of the survey protocol drew upon rele-
vant sources about hotel and responsible measures such as Gustin and
Weaver (1994), CERES’s Green Hotel Initiative (2000), and the Costa
Rican Sustainable Tourism (CST) performance indicator (see the Costa
Rican Tourism Institute and the Costa Rican Accreditation Commis-
sion, 1999). As the instrument was designed to gather data about tour-
ists’ demand for environmentally and socially responsible hotels, it
tested the resource based theory that environmental (and social) perfor-
mance does not guarantee that a firm can get differentiation advantages,
unless the environmental performance positively affects the consum-
ers’ buying decision and willingness to pay and that consumers view a
firm as having a credible reputation of superior environmental perfor-
mance compared to its competitors (Christmann, 1997; Reinhardt,
1998).
The survey was conducted with three assistants and took approxi-
mately one month to complete. Before commencing the survey, the
assistants were trained on the objectives of the research, the content
of the instrument and the best ways to approach tourists. The instru-
ment was pre-tested to ensure its clarity and usefulness. The
Cronbach’s alpha value obtained was  = 0.50. Upon completion of
the survey, only 225 were rendered useful. Nonetheless, this is con-
sidered sufficient because (1) the main objective of the research is to
have a preliminary outlook at the issue; (2) the univariate analysis
performed on the data did not require a large sample; (3) the sample
size fits the time and cost constraints faced during the data collection
process.










































The socio-demography of respondents is as in Table 1. Cross tabula-
tion shows that those staying less than 7 days were the short-haul tour-
ists, i.e., the regional and domestic tourists (see Table 3). Approximately
68% preferred to stay in hotels whenever they travel, while others pre-
ferred motel, serviced apartment and guesthouses as their main options
(Table 2). A majority of the respondents had also chosen to stay in ho-
tels during their visits. This reinforces their credibility in terms of abil-
ity to provide candid answers to the research questions.
To initiate the investigation on possible difference of propensity to-
wards environmental and social attributes between foreign and domes-
tic tourists, a t-test was performed to see if the two groups are different
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TABLE 1. Respondents’ Socio-Demographic Background
Respondents’ socio-demographic







between 21 and 30
between 31 and 40
between 41 and 50





















5. home environmental activity
recycle, reuse and more
reuse plastic bags only
































































































































in terms of environmental activities at home. The test revealed a signifi-
cant value of 0.01. In other words, there is a significant difference be-
tween foreign and domestic/regional tourists in home environmental
activities. A cross tabulation reveals that 50 percent of foreign tourists
reported doing more environmental activities at home compared to 22.9
percent domestic tourists in the same category. In contrast, only 9.2 per-
cent of the foreign tourists did not claim to do any environmental activi-
ties at home, as opposed to 26.7 percent domestic tourists (Chi Square =
0.00). This indicates that foreign tourists are more predisposed to envi-
ronmentally friendly behaviour while not on vacation, as opposed to do-
mestic tourists.
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TABLE 2. Respondents’ Travel Characteristics
Characteristics (N = 225) Frequency Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
1. length of stay
less than a week
between 8-14 days
between 15-21 days

























































TABLE 3. The Length of Stay in Pulau Pinang According to Tourist Type



















































































As stressed before, the assumption made in the survey is that demand
for environmental and socially responsible hotels would be demon-
strated through tourists’ inclination to choose environmental and so-
cially friendly attributes in choosing a hotel and the amenities they
receive during their stay. Thus, several attributes (some are supposedly
more environmentally friendly than others) are presented to see the re-
spondents’ environmental and social inclination.
The analysis also takes into account the general (local) belief that foreign
tourists were environmentally sensitive and demanding whereas the do-
mestic or regional (those from other Southeast Asian countries) tourists
were perceived to be less concerned about environmental issues. The latter
are said to seek value for money instead. To test this qualitative finding,
t-tests were run on survey data based on two tourist types–the “foreign”
and the “domestic” tourists–to provide a closer look into the responses of
both.
The analysis begins with an outlook on tourists’ priorities when se-
lecting a hotel to stay in. At a glance, it seems that all attributes were
seen as important. This is probably due to respondents’ tendency to
make “politically correct” choices. In other words, apart from the nor-
mal attributes such as service quality and hotel ambiance, environmen-
tal and social attributes were also chosen as important to avoid
respondents being seen as uncaring towards environmental and social
issues. On the other hand, this tendency undermines the attempt to see
what is a tourist’s real priority in choosing a place to stay during holi-
days. Nevertheless, it is still evident from the data that the hotel’s envi-
ronmental and employee rights record appeared to receive lesser
importance compared to the other attributes. In contrast, service quality
and price appeared to be among the most important criteria, followed by
hotel architecture and ambiance (see Table 4). T-tests performed on
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TABLE 4. Importance of Selected Attributes in Choosing a Hotel
Report




“Less important” to “not
important at all” (%)
Service quality 93.3 2.7 4.0
Price 92.0 7.6 4.0
Hotel architecture and ambiance 84.9 11.1 4.0
Environmental record 69.3 28.0 2.7









































these attributes show that there is no significant difference between for-
eign and domestic tourists in relation to criteria used to choose a hotel.
The survey also found that, in relation to in-room facilities, more than
half of the respondents would still prefer the non-environmentally friendly
alternatives. For example, given the choice between individual soap cakes
(more packaging) and soap from a dispenser, 50.7 percent prefer individual
soap cakes compared to that from a dispenser (27.6%). On the choice be-
tween fresh towels or reusing towels (save water and energy), still a good
majority (56.9%) preferred fresh towels everyday compared to reusing
towels. Between air conditioning and operable windows (using less elec-
tricity), again the majority (58%) preferred air conditioning to ward off the
Malaysian heat. Nevertheless, 20 percent indicated that their selection
would depend on the situation (they would only use air-conditioning if the
weather was too hot). In terms of preference for local (less dependent on
imports) cuisine or non-local cuisine, the respondents were almost evenly
split between local and non-local cuisines, with 22.2 percent citing no pref-
erence on the menu they have at the hotel.
Running a t-test to discover any significant difference between inter-
national and domestic/regional tourists on the above attributes, there
seems to be no indication that there is a significant difference at p  0.05
between international and domestic/regional tourists in terms of the
above preferences.
Finding 1–Tourists’ Preference on Selected
Responsible Hotel Attributes
To get insights into whether tourists care about environmentally and so-
cially responsibility initiatives taken by hotels, they were asked about the im-
portance placed on several key “responsible” attributes. Overall, it was found
that the survey respondents cared most about several attributes: the friendli-
ness5 of hotel staff (78.4 percent), promotion of local culture (73.8 percent),
the happiness of hotel staff (73.3 percent), the knowledge of hotel staff (72.0
percent), promotion of local cuisine (71.6 percent), and well-paid staff (68
percent). Glancing at these attributes, it seems evident that they are attributes
most relevant to the quality of experience a tourist will have during his/her
stay. Local culture and local cuisine are what tourists often want to experi-
ence to satisfy their search for novelty. In addition, well-paid (more likely
happier), friendly and informative staff would enhance the quality of service
a tourist would receive during the stay. This could probably explain why
these attributes received greater importance among the respondents.









































On the other hand, not as many respondents cared about the rest of the
responsibility attributes suggested: employment of local people (66.2
percent), promotion of local arts and crafts (60.0 percent), promotion of
local conservation effort (55.6 percent), environmental image of hotel
(55.1 percent), and certification obtained by hotel (52.4 percent). Again,
the above reasoning can be applied here. Because Pulau Pinang is not an
ecotourism destination, the tourists drawn to Pulau Pinang may not find
factors such as certification (management or environmental) and environ-
mental image to be relevant to their quality of experiences. Thus, these at-
tributes did not receive as much importance as the ones discussed above.
The results indicate no clear evidence that the international tourists are
more inclined towards the responsible attributes suggested compared to
domestic/regional tourists, except t-test on hotel’s environmental image
(p  0.012) and hotels’ promotion of local arts and crafts (p  0.039). To
emphasize this finding, a cross-tabulation indicates that more of the for-
eign tourists (62.5 percent) chose environmental image as either “im-
portant” or “very important” as opposed to 46.7 percent of the domestic
tourists. The same is observed in relation to a hotel’s promotion of local
arts and crafts, with 66.7 percent of the foreign tourists viewing the at-
tribute as either “important” or “very important” and 52.4 percent of the
domestic tourists thinking the same way. Tourists’ propensity for envi-
ronmental issues was also tested through the importance they placed on
selected responsible in-room attributes. From Table 5, it can be con-
cluded that respondents are highly concerned about fire-safety features
of the room, and the energy and water saving features. In comparison,
recycling was seen as the least important feature.
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TABLE 5. Importance of Selected “Responsible” Room Attributes to Tourists
Report
Description of attributes “Important” to “very
important” (%)
“Less important” to
“not important at all”
(%)
Room has good fire-safety
features
86.2 13.8
Room has energy saving
features
80.4 19.6
Room has water-saving features 73.5 26.5
Room provides information on
local eco-tourism offerings
69.8 30.2









































A t-test performed to see if there is a significant difference between
international and regional/domestic tourists reveals that there is no sig-
nificant difference between international and regional/domestic tourists
in relation to propensity for environmentally friendly hotel room.
Finding 2–Willingness to Switch in Favor of Responsible Attributes
Tourists’ concern on environmental and social issues was further ex-
plored by asking them if they would be willing to switch to a new hotel,
knowing that the hotel they were in had poor environmental and em-
ployee rights records. The responses revealed overall hesitance over the
willingness to switch in favour of hotels that are more responsible in
terms of human/labour rights and the environment. Only about 32% indi-
cated that they would change without hesitation if a hotel had a poor em-
ployee rights record while 28 percent indicated willingness to switch
hotel if the one they stayed in had a poor environmental record. A major-
ity of respondents for both questions indicated that they may or may not
switch if a hotel has poor environmental and employee rights records.
There is, however, a clear indication that respondents were not willing
to pay more money for a hotel that showed responsible behavior. The ma-
jority of respondents were either undecided (38%) or would never pay
(37%) more. A run of the t-test indicated no significant difference be-
tween foreign and domestic tourists in this aspect either. In fact, as seen in
Chart 1, more international tourists were willing to pay, compared to the
regional/domestic tourists. However, the number of foreign tourists who
would “never” pay was also much higher, compared to domestic tourists.
Many of the domestic tourists seemed undecided on the matter.
DISCUSSION
This survey has attempted to address the issue of consumer pressure
for BESR within the hotel sector to see if tourists have the propensity to
make hotel-related decisions based on environmental and social crite-
ria. Reflecting on the results, it can be seen that most tourists still choose
a hotel based on price, service quality and a hotel’s physical attractive-
ness, rather than environmental and social attributes. A good percentage
of tourists also still prefer non-environmentally friendly options such as
individual soap cakes, fresh towels and air conditioning, compared to
the alternatives given. In addition, the propensity towards responsible
attributes (local culture, local cuisine, happy, friendly and knowledge-









































able staff) seems to depend on how relevant the attributes are to the
quality of their holiday experience. Those that have indirect effects
(conservation effort, employment of local, certification, environmental
image) are not perceived as important.
The findings of the survey do not support the general (local) idea that
foreign tourists are necessarily more “caring” about environmental and
social issues compared to the regional/domestic tourists. There is no
significant difference between the two tourist types regarding the attrib-
utes used to choose a hotel, priority given to selected responsible attrib-
utes of hotel and hotel room, or willingness to switch and pay more in
favor of environmental and socially friendly hotel.
On the positive side, a general awareness (indicated by more respon-
dents choosing “important” and “very important” compared to “less im-
portant” and “not important at all” on most of the statements) about the
importance of environmental and social attributes is quite evident. How-
ever, the awareness is not matched by the propensity to prioritize environ-
mental and socially friendly attributes in making selection. This is
apparent by their hesitance to switch hotel or pay a higher price in favor of
more environmentally and socially responsible hotels. A hotel’s manage-
ment (for example, ISO 9000) or environmental (for example, ISO






















CHART 1. Responses of International and Regional/Domestic Tourists with










































In summary, it seems that tourists understand the importance of many
environmental and social issues. However, their knowledge does not
necessarily translate into action. This supports McNaghten and Urry’s
(1993) conclusion that stated environmental concerns are rarely trans-
lated into green consumer behaviour. In other words, tourists still have
low propensity to use environmental and social issues as the basis for
their hotel decisions. They are reluctant to forgo their comfort by choos-
ing environmentally friendly products and they do not prioritise hotel
attributes that do not directly affect their quality of stay. They are also
hesitant to switch hotels if their current hotel is not environmentally and
socially friendly. Finally, they are unwilling to pay more for a hotel that
demonstrates environmentally and socially friendly behavior. The sur-
vey’s conclusion on tourists’ willingness to pay for responsible mea-
sures is consistent with Gustin and Weaver’s (1994) finding that tourists
are willing to stay in environmentally concerned hotels but are unwill-
ing to pay extra for it. Thus, there may be a need to reassess the claim
that a responsible image will benefit the hotel industry from a market
demand point of view.
IMPLICATIONS
The findings of the survey show that there is little empirical evidence
on the rise of the consumer demand for environmentally and socially re-
sponsible hotels. On the other hand, the adoption of a new social para-
digm relevant to sustainable living necessitates specific evidence of
consumer demand (Sharpley, 2000). Therefore, it may be concluded that
in the context of Penang, Malaysia, BESR among hotels may take time to
materialise, as there are still no strong demand from tourists. Since tour-
ists still prefer hotels based on physical attributes, rather than environ-
mental and social issues, there is no market driver to enhance competition
among hotels to be environmentally and socially responsible.
Overall, the findings of this survey are in line with the conclusions
made by Eagles (1992), Middleton and Hawkins (1993), as well as
McNaghten and Urry (1998) that widespread propensity among tourists
to adopt sustainable form of lifestyle during travel is unlikely. Hence, it
may be concluded that the suggestion about the rising number of envi-
ronmentally conscious tourists (Wahab & Pigram, 1997; Cater, 1997)
cannot be substantiated by this survey. Therefore, there is a need to
re-examine Wahab and Pigram’s (1997) contention that tourists are the
major driver of sustainable tourism. However, it is also important to









































note that Pulau Pinang is a mass tourism destination. Thus, the mindset
of holidaymakers in such destination may not be as “green” as those in
ecotourism destinations such as Costa Rica and Congo. Had the survey
been done in an ecotourism destination, the results may have well been
different. Nevertheless, the results indicate that to promote sustainable
tourism, there is a need to enhance tourists’ awareness about environ-
mental and social issues. This initiative should not be limited to
ecotourists only, but to mass tourists also, because mitigating the nega-
tive impacts of hotel business in a mass tourism destination is equally, if
not more, important than that in an ecotourism destination.
NOTES
1. Most reports focus on environmental initiatives. Not much information is avail-
able on social initiatives although some hotel groups do report some philanthropic ac-
tions.
2. The absorption means that the existing Green Globe 21 principles are fundamen-
tally the Green Leaf principles. This implies that there has been awareness towards ho-
tel’s environmental (and social) responsibility in the Asia Pacific region even before
Green Globe 21 takes effect.
3. This survey forms a part of the author’s overall PhD fieldwork.
4. This has been identified during the author’s elite interview with hotel managers
and relevant key stakeholders during her PhD’s fieldwork process.
5. It is assumed that hotel staff whose welfare is well catered for would be happier,
friendlier and more motivated to have knowledge about the products and services be-
ing offered by the hotel of employment.
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